
1 
Limitations for Data Sharing - August 2018 

Limitations of the Data Sharing System and Global 

Positioning System (GPS) Radio Collars Used to Monitor 

Wolves in Washington 

 

DATA SHARING SYSTEM 

Washington’s data sharing system for global positioning system (GPS)-collared wolves is unique in that 

no other states are sharing current global positioning system location information.  Since its 

implementation in 2012, this system of sharing information has been evolving to assist stakeholders to 

protect commercial livestock and work more efficiently while still protecting the recovery of wolves in 

Washington. Because the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife’s (WDFW) data sharing system 

was developed from the ground up, there are many moving parts and different programs in use which 

result in occasional glitches in the system.  This only highlights the importance of not relying solely on 

Global Positioning System (GPS) collar information to minimize potential wolf-livestock interactions.   

Changes have been made to streamline and improve the data sharing system, which include alerts to 

inform data managers about the number of days since a collar has obtained a fix and email alerts if the 

data sharing system has any problems.  Please be aware that there is very little that can be done if a 

collar has not transmitted data recently (see discussion below); however, if data managers receive an 

alert that there may be an issue in the data sharing system, please understand that they are aware and 

have more than likely already begun to resolve the issue (unless it occurred over a weekend in which 

case it will be resolved on the earliest available business day). 

Because WDFW only has management authority of wolves when they are within the borders of 

Washington, location information will only be viewable through the data sharing system when a wolf is 

within the boundary of the state.  Tribal lands, and the wildlife that inhabits those lands, are managed 

by those specific tribal entities and, although we work cooperatively, WDFW does not have 

management authority of wildlife that use these lands.  Therefore, locations that occur on tribal lands 

will not be viewable through the data sharing system.        

GLOBAL POSITIONING SYSTEM (GPS) COLLARS 

Global positioning system (GPS) collars can be a positive tool that may be used to assist with species 

research and/or management, but there are limitations associated with these types of collars.  The use 

of GPS collars to monitor wildlife populations is still a relatively new technology and, just like computers, 

it is continuing to evolve at a rapid pace.  With new technology comes improved performance in some 

cases, but new technology always comes with some bugs that may or may not ever be resolved (similar 

to new computer operating systems) and GPS radio collars are no different.  Listed below are some 

potential limitations associated with the use of GPS collars and the concurrent use of WDFWs data 

sharing system. 
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• GPS collars do not have the capability to tell us where a wolf IS.  In reality, these collars only 

inform us where a wolf WAS at a specific point in time.  Any data transmitted from a collar is 

already old data and is not an accurate reflection of where that animal currently is or where it is 

likely to go.   

• Even if one member of a pack is fitted with a GPS collar, this does not necessarily mean the rest 

of the pack travels with this that individual and was at that same spot, especially in summer 

when packs are less cohesive. 

• WDFW selects radio collars that have proven effective for specific wildlife species in specific 

terrain types.  Nonetheless, they are not perfect and may perform poorly or fail completely.   

• Recapturing the animal to replace the collar is the only method to improve functionality, but it 

is rarely practical or possible.   

• GPS collars are not 100% successful at acquiring a fix every time they attempt to collect one nor 

are they 100% successful at transmitting fix data that has been acquired and stored on the 

collar.  This is due to a number of reasons that include, but are not limited to: 1) terrain, 2) 

canopy cover, 3) weather, 4) poor satellite configurations, 5) near termination of battery life, 6) 

complete termination of battery life, and 7) collar malfunctions.   

• Wolves are tough on collars.  In Washington, approximately 20-30% of collars fitted on wolves 

the past 3 years have ceased functioning before the termination of battery life.  We cannot say 

whether this is due to wolves or wear/damage to the collars themselves because we seldom, if 

ever, are able to recover these collars. 

• Based on data transmission alone (what most of us see), fix rate success is approximately 80-

90%, but the collar only transmits approximately 75-80% of the data that is stored on it.  We 

must retrieve the collar to obtain the remaining 20-25% of locations.     

• Collars that near the termination of battery life stop transmitting GPS locations first, but the 

VHF beacon generally continues to function for 2-6 months after GPS data acquisition has 

ceased.    

GPS COLLAR FIX SCHEDULES 

GPS collar fix schedules refer to how often a GPS collar attempts to collect a location.  Every collar 

placed on a wolf in Washington by WDFW was done so for three specific purposes: 1) to assist in 

monitoring the population, 2) to assist in mitigating conflicts with livestock, or 3) research.  From time to 

time, WDFW and/or partners will fit collars on wolves for specific research projects in an attempt to 

answer research questions.  As a result, fix schedules may be increased or decreased depending on 

whether or not the collar is to be used for specific research purposes.   

Most collars that are used to manage wolves attempt to collect a location 2 - 4 times per day in 

Washington.  The fewer the locations collected per day increase the longevity of the collar battery life.   

COLLAR LIFE EXPECTANCY 
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The life expectancy for most GPS collars is somewhere between 18-48 months where collars with fewer 

daily attempts increase the longevity of the collar for longterm monitoring.  Collar failures can and do 

occur which will certainly shorten the useful life of the collar.   

BLACKOUT PERIOD 

To protect sensitive locations (i.e. den sites), WDFW has instituted a blackout period, which runs from 1 

April – 15 July each year.  Location information will not be viewable during this time period, but WDFW 

personnel will have access to the data and may provide verbal information to cooperators when 

necessary during this period.   

DISPERSING WOLVES 

Most dispersing wolves that have entered into Washington have only remained for a few days before 

continuing their journey elsewhere or they bounce back and forth across state/provincial boundaries for 

a short period of time before moving on.  WDFW has created some guidelines to assist in determining 

when we might ask the state or province from which the collar originated for access to the collar 

information.  These guidelines provide no guarantee that WDFW will gain access to collar information of 

all dispersers that enter the state; rather, they provide a course of action that will be followed when 

dispersers do enter Washington.     

• Once WDFW is notified that a disperser has entered the state, that animal will be monitored as 

other WA wolves as long as it remains in the state. 

• If the animal is wearing a GPS collar and has continuously remained in Washington for at least 2 

weeks, WDFW will contact the state or province from which it originated to request access to 

the collar information. 

• If the request is accepted, the location information will be displayed on a “disperser” web map 

as long as the animal remains within the borders of Washington in areas under the management 

jurisdiction of WDFW. 

• Locations that fall outside the state’s borders or in areas not under the management jurisdiction 

of WDFW will not be viewable.   

• If it is determined that the disperser has set up a defined territory within the state of 

Washington, a new web map will be created for a new individual/pack.  


